T A MINIMUM, Christian ethics is disciplined reflection on the concrete forms of gospel faithfulness. It presupposes some community of allegiance wherein the mysteries of God are mutually shared in processes of worship, education, and public action. Yet the sheer variety of contemporary Christian life has called into question the cohesiveness, consistency, and decisiveness of the enterprise of Christian ethics. If the Church is nothing more than a vague fellowship of well-intentioned individuals who recapitulate cultural values with a religious gloss, then it might be wondered whether the unique claims of Christian discipleship can be preserved. On the other hand, if the Church is a gathering place for ahistorical reactionaries, cynics, and otherworldly separatists, the power of God's kingdom might never be unleashed in its appropriate human forms. Ethics needs the Church, for only a whole people can exhibit the manifold gifts of the Spirit which together allow for clarity, wisdom, incisiveness, and courageous performance. But the Church needs ethics, since good will and the mobilization of resources is never enough when the complexity of normal decision-making is taken sufficiently into account.
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THEOLOGICAL STUDIES
Congregational Church: Ethicist as Clarifier of Moral Argument
In his early writing James M. Gustafson approached the Church from the point of view of the social sciences. 5 He saw it as a human, natural, political community with a specific language, set of interpretive categories, and common history. What distinguished it most of all was its status as a "moral community," a group of people covenanted to one another and to the living God. It was this voluntary quality (with its attendant dangers of self-absorption, parochialism, and complacency) that gave the members of the Church a confidence in the depth of conviction of the membership. It was inevitably a moral community because the very processes of participation, with great leeway given to the individual congregation, guaranteed, insofar as this was possible, that no belief would go unexamined and no practice uncriticized.
In his subsequent accounts of the shape of this congregational Church, Gustafson has reaffirmed the importance of respectful conversation among equals in the pursuit of just, compassionate, and workable social policies. He describes the Church as a "community of moral discourse," by which he means "a gathering of people with the explicit intention to survey and critically discuss their personal and social responsibilities in the light of moral convictions about which there is some consensus and to which there is some loyalty."
6 If this level of interaction is achieved, then the dependency on "pronouncements" or official statements of opinion will be less important then the sheer engagement in the formulation of a consensus.
Nevertheless, there is room for expertise. Not every member of the community has sufficient leisure or competence to probe the resources properly. Therefore the task of the theologian and ethicist will be to concentrate their labors in such a way that the overall community might have a fuller exposition of the values at stake and the long-range implications of one choice over another. there must be conscious rapport between those who specialize in ethical deliberation and the rest of the membership. James Nelson stresses this same kind of communitarian basis of Christian ethics in his book Moral Nexus? Drawing upon the ideal types of Ferdinand Tonnies, he proposes that the Church is best seen as Gemeinschaft (communal society) rather than Gesellschaft (associational society). It is primary relationships which nurture moral maturity. By sharing a moral ethos and by shaping one another's identities, members of the Church are enabled to face the dilemmas of life with confidence and courage. Ethicists are the bearers of this legacy, not as patronizing religious masters but as fellow pilgrims on the way of the Lord.
In the absence of genuine community no true Christian ethics is possible. But even when a modicum of harmony has been achieved, some principles must be borne in mind. 9 First, the community has priority over both institutions and rules. Second, it is only from within community that we can make sense of both the institutional structure and the moral tradition. Third, the community and its moral tradition mutually correct each other. Finally, norms learned through community participation must be internalized before they can be made effective. Throughout his book Nelson turns to subcommunities of Christians as the starting point for any church ethics worthy of the name.
A third representation of this congregational understanding of the Church is J. Philip Wogaman. 10 He is concerned, as Gustafson and Nelson are, with the matter of moral consensus. How can we arrive at virtual unanimity of opinion about ethical issues without violating the freedom and integrity of the individual Christian? Wogaman's answer is (once again) that the process of clarification must include all segments of the community with special attention to the need for public articulation of the group's position at some point. What this will mean is that the pronouncements of the Church will have a presumptive status among the faithful. "As members of the community they are obliged to take the church's efforts at moral guidance seriously. This means that they will in some sense place the burden of proof against contrary viewpoints. The more profoundly democratic a community of faith is, the more successful it is likely to be in securing this kind of presumptive support for its formal moral leadership." ship within this fellowship. The ethicist cannot be expected to issue edicts or provide universally applicable answers. Within the limits of human insight and collective experience the Christian ethicist can only attempt to represent faithfully the best contemporary wisdom. By continual refinement and vigorous discussion the body as a whole will obtain a satisfactory, if tentative, solution.
Church of Discriminate Response: Ethicist as Judge of World
In Troeltsch's analysis the Lutheran tradition is a classic example of the church type, especially in its German and Scandinavian forms. With a two-kingdoms theory of the Christian's simultaneous participation in both church and state, it provided an overarching doctrinal foundation for a variety of ethical judgments. However, since the rise and fall of Nazi Germany, the adequacy of this dialectical approach has been called into question. In his extensive publications Helmut Thielicke has tried to preserve a two-kingdoms position without sacrificing a sensitivity to the seemingly insoluble dilemmas of modern Christian life.
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For Thielicke, the Church must be pictured as a two-sided phenomenon. On the one hand, it is "above the times," i.e., of divine origin and never content in this world. But it is also "in time" and thus inevitably immersed in specific cultures and conditioned modes of expression. The Church is powerful and capable of influencing the course of worldly events. Yet, one lesson learned from post-Reformation history is that it does its work best when it avoids direct political action and chooses the route of infiltration and subversion.
13 By this he means that the Church has the capability and responsibility of challenging all existing strategies from the standpoint of gospel values.
The constraints under which the ethicist operates are best revealed in what Thielicke calls the "borderline situation."
14 In this moral predicament there is no means of escape. The borderline situation exposes the limits of moral principles and inherited guidelines. In the long run it shows that the "normal case" is not the best way for measuring reality. It is only when we recognize the persistence of sin and guilt in the decisions of terrestrial existence that we can be freed from the cavalier presumption that we can solve our problems out of our own resources.
On behalf of the Church, the ethicist must directly confront the exceptional cases in order to judge the world in terms it customarily fails 12 Helmut Thielicke, Theological Ethics 1: Foundations (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1966) and Theological Ethics 2: Politics (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1969).
13 Thielicke, Politics 642 f. 14 Thielicke borrowed this term from Karl Jaspers. He says: "The borderline situation is characterized above all by the fact that in it one is confronted by an opponent who is known to be bent wholly on the exercise of power, and who is obviously on the side of evil" {Foundations 585). to apply to itself. When injustice reigns supreme, refraining from action may be the most irresponsible thing of all. Yet, in our efforts to preserve the "orders" necessary for human survival, we may employ means which seem to contradict our very goals. In these moments the Church, and the ethicist in its name, reminds us of the power of God in healing our genuine guilt and in enabling us to avoid the progressive moral decline to which we are particularly susceptible.
Christians must use the power that is theirs, both individually and as members of the Church. It is the ethicist who will keep a sense of balance and wholeness by calling into question the standards of the world which allure the community with their promise of success. But the ethicist does not offer prepackaged solutions to every crisis. Instead, he or she provides motivation for risking failure and guilt in a sin-tinged universe. In the struggle with the powers of evil, the most that can be provided in advance is a "casuistical minimum," instances of the limits of permissible behavior.
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It is to a chastened Church that Thielicke directs his counsel. 16 The time of established religion, with its constitutionally approbated power, has passed. Now the community of faith must discern its possibilities in the world and focus its energy on effective action, even if it entails risking the use of questionable means in the confrontation with evil. The ethicist imaginatively prepares the serious believer for such endeavors by discriminating the parameters of the possible and the tolerable.
Church of Transition: Ethicist as Translator of Religious and
Cultural Symbols Paul Tillich took up, in some obvious ways, Schleiermacher's task of making Christianity credible to its cultured despisers. He relentlessly explored the points of connection between the value orientations of those who professed a formal commitment to Jesus Christ and those who found common cause in service of the deprived and alienated members of the human family. Out of this reflection he distinguished between the "manifest Church" and the "latent Church." 17 Although the Church in its fullest sense is the Community of the New Being, it cannot be equated with organized religion nor with those who appear on institutional membership roles.
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Because the power of the New Being is available wherever people have experienced the boundary situation with its call for a definitive yes or no, the ethicist must be alert to signs of radical transformation under whatever guise they come. For Tillich himself, this meant taking socialism seriously and, in another context, being informed by psychotherapeutic perspectives. The ethicist lives at the fringe of both the Church and the dominant culture in order to keep communication open between each. But most of all, as a believer, he or she seeks to make the language of the gospel comprehensible to those who do not as yet recognize the presence of God in their lives.
A second ethicist, James Sellers, is more dire than Tillich in his predictions of the future role of the Church in an increasingly pluralistic and secularized world. In a time of transition the Church will continue to serve as the bearer of the "criteriological symbols" of promise and fulfilment.
19 But progressively secular wisdom will be the medium through which the Christian claims will be understood. The Church as we have known it is giving way to other forms of community cohesion.
It is through his development of the notion of "public ethics" that Sellers has exemplified the role of the ethicist in this process of cultural interpretation. 20 For him, the greater community of the nation is of sufficient size and of pervasive enough bonding to be able to enforce community through shared morals and common manners. In America, at least, the Church has been replaced by a "loose coalition of ethically oriented voluntary agencies." The ethicist will be the one who discerns what is happening and provides a framework of analysis within which Christians might throw in their lot with those groups in society who can achieve true community of purpose. A third instance of the Church seen in terms of active service is the "koinonia ethics" of Paul Lehmann. 27 The koinonia is the power of Christ present in the world enabling the creation of fellowship. It is neither the same as the visible Church nor entirely separate from it. "Ecclesiola in ecclesia, the little church within the church, the leaven in the lump, the remnant in the midst of the covenant people, the koinonia in the worldthis is the reality which is the starting point for the living of the Christian life and for our thinking about Christian ethics." various social scientific views of reality. 29 An effective social ethic must choose its strategies carefully, since even the framing of the questions depends upon the choice of one standpoint over another. For a Christian operating from within the context of the Church, the danger is that one's horizon will be foreshortened and cultural prejudice will be confused with Christian wisdom.
In three studies of contemporary Church life, Winter has sought to point out the advantages and handicaps that accrue to church participation. 30 He defines the Church as "that community within the worldly structures of historical responsibility which recognizes and acknowledges God's gracious work for all mankind." 31 Because the secular sphere is the setting for contemporary discipleship, a new form of the Church, best described as a servanthood of the laity, is aborning. Through trust within the fellowship and commitment to the challenges lying outside, the Church can be a source of skill, energy, and resolve.
The primary danger is that the Church will become captive to its own self-interest, which for Winter is appropriately symbolized by the retreat from the complexity and refractoriness of the city to the privacy and comfortableness of suburbia. But even when sufficient purposefulness is present, the accustomed routes of the Church in resolving social dilemmas-organizational growth and bureaucratic process-suffer from the limitations of depersonalization and routine. The American churches (Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish) have all tended toward a kind of largescale response to the major issues of the day. The ethicist needs to be so alert to such developments that he or she can both recognize their importance and subject them to the best available critique.
Bennett, Stackhouse, Lehmann, and Winter all focus on the Church as an agent of social change and institutional responsibility. The ultimate criterion of steadfastness and Spirit-filled presence is the courage to risk all in the service of the human community. The ethicist calls to action and engages in a continual process of discernment among the social options of history. The sources of insight and judgment, whether secular or religious, are less important than the synchronization of all our efforts into the most productive pathways. As long as the human family knows genuine community and greater control over its destiny, the Church is somehow present at the cutting edge of history. 32 The nature of the Church's inner life is of critical importance; for it must demonstrate by the quality of the love shared how typical human disagreements and stresses can be resolved. The Church must first form its own members before it can make a claim on the attention of others. Christian ethics is primarily intended for Christians and only secondarily for those attracted by the distinctiveness of their witness.
Church of Formation: Ethicist as Preserver of Truthfulness
The duty of the Christian ethicist is to aid the Christian community in recognizing the false allurements of the powers of the world (violence, greed, tyranny, infidelity), so that true liberation might be achieved. But the exercise of this ministry is not done in isolation from the rest of the community. "Decisions in the church are, or at least should be, the expression of a convinced consensus arrived at freely as the result of a common study within the fellowship of believers." 33 The demanding nature of the ethicist's particular vision of the Christian life will only bear fruit if it can be validated by the group as a whole through their sensitive reading of the gospel proclamation. The Christian Church should be the community which tries to make Jesus' vision work. If this makes it look foolish or irrelevant to its contemporaries, then so be it. Ethics in such a configuration must prepare the membership for both the openness required for the discernment process and for the rigors of consistent implementation of the perceptions of God's will.
Yoder's vision of a Church of formation has attracted the attention and support of Stanley Hauerwas. 34 The prime temptation of the Church, according to Hauerwas, is to allow the dominant culture to determine the Church's own agenda. When this happens, the Church jumps from cause to cause and issue to issue in a fatal attempt to prove itself relevant and indispensable. What it should be doing, on the contrary, is to offer an alternate witness, so that the pretension, hypocrisy, and shallowness of contemporary life can be exposed for what it is. The very language and grammar of the Church is a precious legacy which must be kept pure from reductionistic attempts to translate it into more acceptable terms. When sin abounds, there is no better category available in the secular sphere by which to account for human malevolence. Hauerwas would have the Church "be itself." It forsakes its own call to integrity when it pursues the ways of megalomania or capitulation.
The church is not called to build culture or to supply the moral tone of civilization, old or new. The church is called to preach that the Kingdom of God has come close in the person and work of Jesus Christ. It is only as the church becomes a community separate from the predominant culture that she has the space and rest from which to speak the truth to that culture The first word the church always speaks to its culture is a word of incompleteness and finitude.
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The ethicist within this Church of formation must be primarily a truthteller, that is, a person who does not hesitate to explore the ragged edges, the prevailing deceptions, and the incomplete realizations by which the Church loses its way. To perform this task well, the ethicist must be nurtured on, and in turn retell with sensitivity, the stories of the Christian community-those narratives which provide a context and a framework within which to interpret the meaning and purpose of our Uves.
While not sharing all of the ecclesial presuppositions of Yoder and Hauerwas, Paul Ramsey also promotes a basic image of the Church as the community of formation. as we know it, but its wisdom is a function of doctrine and liturgy and not of specific policy formulation.
For Yoder, Hauerwas, and Ramsey, the Church of formation shapes the character of those who participate in it. It encourages, corrects, and rebukes. When tender care and loving fellowship are present, it serves as a counterforce to the other powers which vie for human allegiance. Within this setting, the ethicist is the one who must be skilled in applying the Christian story (and its doctrinal elaborations) to the circumstances and dilemmas of daily existence. As a theologian in a community of believers, he or she must persistently pursue the truth and have the courage to speak about it to others. discerning the Spirit are much more complex than that. Likewise, one cannot merely dismiss papal teaching " 41 And Timothy O'Connell, in exploring the nature of Christian decision-making, asserts that "the Church and particularly the hierarchical magisterium, has a very positive and very important role to play in the illumination of conscience."
Conclusion
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The following propositions seem to capture the broad cross section of opinion on the Church as moral teacher: (1) The Church has an obligation to teach with discrimination about matters of faith and morals. (2) The pope, in union with the bishops, represents the fullest manifestation of the teaching office. (3) There are various levels of teaching, not all of which partake in the same assurance of universal truthfulness. (4) Dissent is possible within the Church, even about significant moral issues, but it must be preceded by a careful and informed response to the wisdom of the Church as mediated by the magisterium.
Points of Disagreement about Proper Role of Moral Theologians and
Others in Magisterial Process Among Roman Catholic theologians there is little significant protest against the pope and bishops exercising some decisive function in the overall effort of the Church to provide moral guidance and instruction for its members (and potentially for the whole world). The dispute hinges around the nature of the process (who should be involved and how should it be overseen?) and the form the teaching should ultimately take (how specific can it be and what degree of absoluteness can be hoped for?). In this section I will focus on each of these issues in turn.
Ecclesial Process of Moral Discernment The persistent danger in a rigid understanding of the role of the hierarchy in the Church is that it will promote a passive response by the majority of Catholic people to the demands of moral existence. Obedience to command will be valued over creative struggle and communal interaction. Richard McCormick has warned against the recrudescence of "creeping infallibilism"-a tendency to look to authority for firm and indisputable answers to every moral dilemma.
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From a historical point of view, the magisterium has not been confined to one form. 44 This suggests that further evolution is possible. divides the magisterium into three major components: prophetic, doctrinal, and scientific. 49 The prophetic charism is open to all and, since it comes from the Spirit of God, cannot be preplanned or coerced into standard channels. The doctrinal-pastoral charism is a function of the hierarchy as representatives of the whole community. The scientific charism is the work of theologians and others trained in the appropriate fields of study. It is only when all three components are interrelated properly and respect one another's competencies that the magisterium as a whole functions properly.
In McCormick's categories the laity will make their contribution through prophetic witness. Another term for this often untapped resource is the sensus fidelium, the moral consensus which emerges from Christian values being refracted through the concrete experience of the people of God. In this sense the best theory always originates in reflection on the established practice of Christians. Yet, at some point, theologians as specialists entrusted with care for articulating the moral consensus in comprehensible language must offer their skills to the Church as a whole. Since few bishops have specific competence in moral theology, much of the disagreement about the magisterial process revolves around specifying what the theologian's role should be.
The degree of autonomy and independence that moral theologians in the Catholic Church presently enjoy is symbolized by a number of factors: the extent of dissent from established positions on moral issues; the small percentage of books that carry the imprimatur; a more ecumenical hiring policy on university and seminary theological faculties; cross-fertilization between Jewish, Catholic, and Protestant scholars; and a nigh level of tolerance for contrary points of view. It must be admitted, however, that paranoia continues to exist and the climate can shift dramatically with the death of a pope or a local ordinary. Consequently, the expressed opinions of moral theologians about their role in the Church relative to the hierarchical magisterium is a product of both ecclesial theories and vested interest.
The relationship that ought to exist between bishops and theologians is variously described. Ladislas Orsy, a canon lawyer, considers the episcopal charism as centered in the criterion of fidelity to the Word of God, and the theological charism as dominated by a willingness to explore the unanswered questions of the age. chasm that exists between the methodologies employed by the hierarchical magisterium and many moral theologians. 51 The best solution, in his opinion, is for theologians and not bishops to judge the theological competence and teaching abilities of their colleagues. Only in the extreme case should formal intervention by episcopal authority take place.
One way of defusing the issue of the potential rivalry between bishops and theologians (with the possibility of having two conflicting magisteria in the Church) is to acknowledge the limitation of the scholarly contribution. If the expectation level is too high, if moral theologians are thought of as definitive problem solvers or as the elite specialists of the Church, then disputes, pluralism, and dissent will be a source of scandal and confusion. Avery Dulles recommends a more realistic appraisal: "I would be inclined to say that theologians, by training and temperament, are better equipped to propose theories and arguments than to render judgments about what may be prudently believed and preached in the church."
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Insofar as a new magisterial process is developing in the Roman Catholic Church, it is seen to involve a wider cross section of the community, to require learning on all sides, and to include a humble sense of the limits of human comprehension. Among the multiple functions within the process, the responsibility of moral theologians is to strive for faithfulness to the tradition, clarity of expression, and a creative interpretation of the Christian mystery in a language comprehensible to the contemporary world. This will entail a certain amount of risk and a tolerance for failure. It is unlikely that any one method of theologizing will prevail, but the coexistence of diverse approaches places a greater burden on the theological community as a whole to correct the errors and insufficiencies of individual theologians. As teachers under Church auspices (when this is the case), moral theologians should feel a responsibility to distinguish their own theories from the prevailing consensus of the whole Church.
Form and Status of Church Teaching about Morality
The Church teaches through prayer, preaching, and institutional example. It also teaches through creeds, conciliar decrees, and encyclicals. Most commonly it teaches through the ministry of individuals who represent and interpret the shared convictions of the community. One refrain heard quite frequently in the contemporary discussion is that no 51 Charles Curran, Transition and Tradition 18 f. 52 Avery Dulles, "Heresy Today?" America 142 (1980) 163. Walter J. Burghardt puts the whole problem in a pithy way when he declares: "the only theologians who have never written anything wrong are those whose writings are few, undistinguished and dreadfully boring" {Catholic Mind 75, no. 1315 [Sept. 1977 one of its representatives has ever taught infallibly about a moral issue.
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For those who hold this position, all moral teaching in the Church is, at its highest level of import, an exercise of ordinary magisterium. This claim implies the possibility of incompleteness and the need for later revision and correction.
By and large, theologians of a progressive persuasion are not dismayed by the imputed limitations on the moral magisterium. They consider restraint to be called for as a result of the very nature of moral existence. But noninfallibility does not preclude an overall sense of reliability, for a Church in which the proper checks and balances are built into the process of moral discernment can be confident that the gift of the Spirit will preserve it from serious error.
Interestingly enough, theologians who concentrate on the complex questions of social justice seem to especially prize the power of the Church's public proclamation. David Hollenbach, for example, declares that "the Roman Catholic Church is notable for the degree to which it has developed an approach to human rights which is both activist and theoretically rigorous."
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Gustavo Gutierrez, reflecting on the dilemma of the poor in Latin America, sees the Church as the most viable institution to proclaim the road to true solidarity and liberation.
55 Joseph Gremillion, in his long introduction to a collection of Church documents on peace and justice, suggests eight innovative reforms through which the Catholic community might become a more effective teacher in this regard.
56
Perhaps members of the Catholic Church will rest content with the formulation of basic values and general guidelines in questions of the economic and political order. But when it comes to decisions related to sexuality, family life, truthtelling, scandal, and violence, the precedents are all in the direction of more specific and absolute judgments. This is why the revisionist theologians attempt to recast the discussion in terms which presume a lower level of expectation for how much guidance the magisterium is capable of providing. As Joseph Fuchs argues, "norms have a pedagogical value, precisely because they are an accretion of Christian communitarian existence across time. us to overcome completely the existential circumstances of our particular lives and thus do not remove the burden of ultimately having to make moral decisions in a personal fashion.
Problems with a Modified View of the Moral Magisterium
In his relatively harsh analysis of the difference between Catholic and Protestant ethics, Roger Mehl accuses Catholic moral theology of being driven by an ultimate fear of falling into a situational ethic. 58 As a result, it has tended to retreat into a legalism that is alien to the scriptural perspective. While not sharing MehTs presuppositions, Catholic defenders of the traditional understanding of the magisterium do have a recurring fear that ethical relativism will be the eventual result of an abandonment of an authoritative teaching office in the Church.
Thomas Dubay has issued a ringing challenge to the revisionists in just these terms. 59 He pictures a contradictory pluralism in ethics as a disaster for the authentic mission of the Church. For him, recent directions in moral theology are a sign that the gospel is being watered down. The cross and self-denial are being replaced by adolescent rebellion and cultural capitulation. In the same vein, J. M. Cameron wonders whether the Church is not naively buying into the prevailing ideology of the liberal intelligentsia. ethics so that often there is agreement across denominational lines on both methodological and content questions. The factor contributing the most to this change is the breakdown of a monolithic Roman Catholic moral theology."
62 From the Protestant side, James Gustafson, in his nuanced evaluation of the points of convergence between the ethical traditions, summarizes the present situation in these terms; "to say the least, Roman Catholics and Protestants share common questions that provide the agenda for Christian ethics; they also share a perplexity about how to answer them, and they increasingly share a common set of considerations to be taken into account in answering them."
63
In order to gain some perspective on these developments it will be helpful to isolate some of the trends in the Catholic and Protestant ethical contexts.
Among Catholic moral theologians: 1) There is no longer a concentration on questions of conscience related to the sacrament of penance. This has broadened the range of interest and extricated moral theology from a preoccupation with categories of sin.
2) Advanced training in canon law is not perceived as a prerequisite, or even a desirable background, for teachers of moral theology. This has shifted the frame of reference away from legal categories and exhaustive casuistry.
3) Moral theology, which may have been the least reformed subdivision of Catholic theology at the time of Vatican II, has had to face a range of methodological issues relative to the use of Scripture, systematic theology, liturgy, and the social and natural sciences. As a result, there have been numerous false starts and naive enthusiasms. 4) Participants in the discipline are more and more diverse in both personal background and educational experience. They are male and female, clerical and lay, single and married, Western and Eastern, First World and Third World. This variety has never been present before.
5) The ability of the hierarchy to control the direction of theological reflection is severely curtailed. The previous penalties of refusing an imprimatur, stripping of priestly faculties, or removing from academic appointment now only apply to a small percentage of moral theologians. As a result, while pressures may be intense in one place or another, unwelcome opinions will surely surface elsewhere. It remains to be seen how much the new Code of Canon Law will affect the climate of theological discussion and the freedom of Catholic institutions to promote theological exploration. 6) Moral theology in its most influential forms is practiced more typically in the university than in the seminary setting. The various freedoms and protections that normally accrue to faculty membership in academe will therefore be appealed to in situations of conflict with authority.
7) The media of communication are ever alert for controversy in the major institutions of modern society, including the Church. It has become next to impossible to invoke secrecy as a way of suppressing dissent. In addition, theological opinion expressed in even the most obscure journals will be propagated in popular form if there is sufficient interest.
Among Protestant ethicists: 1) While there is no ultimate forum for the settlement of moral disputes in the pan-Protestant world, there are dominant figures and schools of thought within which individual theologians can find a responsive audience.
2) The persistence of the Church and Society division of the World Council of Churches and the National Council of Churches, as well as the generally positive reaction to Vatican II, indicate that many ethicists are desirous of co-operating in the formulation of basic principles and practical guidelines which might win support across a broad spectrum of churches.
3) The disenchantment with both biblical fundamentalism and civil religion among mainstream Protestant ethicists has opened the way for an analysis of how theological convictions and systematic theories inform moral discourse. This has sparked an interest in Catholic and Orthodox theorizing. 4) More Protestant ethicists are employed outside of Church-supported institutions. As a result, their work is often directed at a nonreligious audience or, at least, a diverse one. The tendency then is to use specifically theological concepts only sparingly. 5) There is no necessary connection between the pastoral ministry and the ministry of theological scholarship. Although many Protestant ethicists have seminary degrees and have served in the ordained ministry of the Church, they often cease such direct responsibility after obtaining an academic appointment. This may mean that their focus of loyalty shifts from the ecclesial community as such to the intellectual community. 6) Except for the more conservative denominations, the normal response by the Church to theological incompetence and/or unorthodox speculation by ethicists is either total neglect or sustained professional criticism. In the long run, every ethicist must create a constituency for himself or herself.
Having reviewed a few of the basic factors influencing the role and status of Christian ethicists in the Catholic and Protestant churches, I will now propose three theses which seem to me to focus perspectival differences between Catholics and Protestants. Unless these factors are dealt with successfully, some limits to ecumenical co-operation will persist among ethicists.
Thesis 1: Roman Catholic moral theology traditionally has been, and continues to be, interested in providing concrete moral guidance for its members (and all people of good will). Protestant ethics, on the other hand, is more concerned with the grounds for moral judgment and the factors that contribute to effective ethical analysis.
The debate about the comparative worth of these approaches tends to be strong on rhetoric. On one side, terms are invoked such as ethical responsibility, freedom of conscience, moral maturity, and existential risk-taking. Here priority is given to the individual and/or small-group processes of specific discernment. On the other side, the dominant phrases are faithful obedience, collective wisdom, shared insight, and humble acceptance. In this instance, the Church as a universal institution is seen as a guard against self-deception, cultural blindness, and rampant individualism.
A significant percentage of Roman Catholic ethicists advocate a metaethical (or methodologically oriented) discourse on moral issues closer to the Protestant model. But the opposite trend can be found in Protestant circles, where some would like to move from the more typical working consensus to definitive judgment.
The primary objections to the Catholic model seem to be two. First, the very nature of moral existence (where the subjective component can never be adequately accounted for in advance) precludes the possibility of extensive and adequate rule-making. Second, the diversity of opinion in the Church about many controversial topics disallows the claim that only one position is the true one. The primary objections to the Protestant model focus on reverse aspects. First, the ultimate test of norms, principles, and guidelines is how they aid a consistent moral posture relative to a variety of concrete judgments. In the absence of this exemplification, theories tend to have a largely abstract status. Second, when no agent or agency attempts to represent the moral position as a whole, then inevitably either substitute magisteria appear or morality begins to appear arbitrary and confused.
Revisionist Catholic moral theologians find themselves in the ironic position of asking for a stronger voice in the formulation of moral consensus (relative to the hierarchical magisterium) at the same time that they offer their ethical reflections more hesitantly and with less absoluteness. In contrast, many Protestant ethicists are desirous of moving toward ecumenical agreement about certain issues like economic justice, torture, nuclear warfare, and capital punishment, even though their methodology makes certitude on these matters difficult.
Thesis 2: Roman Catholic theology, with its stress on mediation and incarnational principles, supports the necessity of a moral magisterium in a way that Protestant transcendental theology does not.
Characteristically, the liturgical hfe of a religious community reveals its basic orientation to reality. In the Catholic tradition, the sense of sacramentality and the instrumental role of material creation on the path to God suggests that various intermediary structures can serve the common good in the pursuit of moral wisdom. From this point of view, the magisterium is not primarily a political construct set up to preserve papal-episcopal authority, but a realistic means of intervention by which the Church overcomes the diffuse and variegated nature of corporate ethical reflection.
In the Protestant tradition, the fear that human institutions and processes will usurp the divine prerogative and become obstacles and sources of scandal, rather than clarifiers of vision and promoters of benevolent activity, militates against their ready acceptance. Since the Church is not (and in this world can never be) the kingdom of God, undue confidence in the Church and its leadership can be a form of idolatry. Only a proper stance of critical participation in the structures of the Church can deter this seductive possibility, since the desire for absolute certitude is a common human trait.
Very few moral theologians want to rid the Church of the teaching office altogether. Instead, they desire to refashion the manner in which it operates. Liberal Catholics commonly give the papal social encyclicals unusual reverence while abhorring the edicts on sexual ethics from the same sources. Conservative Catholics fall into a reverse paradox. Liberal Protestants, while opposing restrictive policy statements by Church conclaves about abortion, euthanasia, and homosexuality, nevertheless urge a common front against repressive political regimes and firm condemnations of ecological neglect, overpopulation, and sexism. Depending on the cause, it seems that a centralized teaching authority in the Church can be seen as either a God-given means of moral collaboration or as a deceptive surrogate for the struggle of the individual conscience with the complexity of the value-laden universe.
Thesis 3: Roman Catholics tend to focus the concept of Church on the universal community of believers. As a result, they appreciate the value of a world-wide magisterial office. Protestants tend to define the Church in terms of the local congregation. As a result, they favor a more restricted context for the resolution of disputes.
It is the sense that the Roman Catholic Church is transnational, transcultural, and above barriers of race and sex (at least at the theoretical level) that has made a consistent moral theorizing imperative. Whatever the deficiencies of the local pastor or episcopal leadership, contemporary Catholics can point to the grand tradition of scholarship and religious culture that allows the believer to transcend the aberrations of the moment. The mystics and saints of the past, the radical movements and the cathedral splendors continue to inspire and illumine the work of the present. Such a Church is more Catholic than Roman, although Roman in the sense of historically rooted. Its continuity and consistency in moral education is enough to reveal why a narrower frame of reference is inherently insufficient. Protestants may at times express a loyalty to the Church as such, with minimum attention to its specific form, but on the whole, participation is a function of the attraction to some concrete local community. The tenuous identification with particular denominational backgrounds among Protestants is a sign that often a more encompassing view of the Church is a secondary concern. As long as this particular congregation witnesses to the moral demands of the gospel, then the Church as such is a dynamic force for good in the world.
Conclusion
These three theses suggest that ecclesiological rapprochement is a necessary precondition to further ecumenical co-operation in Christian ethics. As long as our theories of Church differ, so will expectations for the services to be rendered by specialists in the moral sciences. In the Protestant framework, I have pointed to five major models describing how the Christian ethicist might function. There is no reason to suspect that this exhausts the possibilities. In the absence of a higher court of appeal, ethicists can engage in whatever kind of speculation they might choose. On the other hand, Catholics have tended to presuppose the very givenness of the teaching office in the Church. Their disagreement is more at the level of reforming the process by which consensus is expressed and of stating the limits that inhibit the Church from excessive definitiveness and absoluteness in its moral judgments. , There seem to be three ways by which the ecumenical dilemma might be resolved. One option is for ecumenical Christian ethics to become concentrated at the university and at research institutes. In this case interference will be minimized and ecclesial barriers de-emphasized. But the price to be paid will be a separation from immediate concern for the pastoral ministry of the Church. The free atmosphere of ivied detachment can breed an elitist contempt for the practical ramifications of theological theory.
A second possibility is for the Church to establish various categories of scholarly endeavor and different descriptions of teaching mandates. In this scenario some would be entrusted with popular preservation of the moral legacy of the tradition. Others would be given encouragement to tackle the more abstruse, and therefore risky, task of probing the most influential intellectual currents of the day to find points of contact and alternate ways of expressing Christian theory. A third group would concentrate on formulating viable expressions of Church teaching for the perusal of the hierarchical magisterium (or various Church conclaves and agencies in the Protestant context), in order that its contribution might be solidly grounded in the most reliable current theology.
A final alternative is for each of the ecclesial traditions to preserve its own distinctive form of ethical reflection and teaching, but in a spirit of open conversation with other denominations. Thus, Catholics and Baptists might find common ground on abortion but disagree about divorce and remarriage. United Church of Christ members might find themselves mobilizing to support? the activities of Catholic radicals in Latin America. Lutherans and Mormons might develop a national strategy for highlighting the importance of Christian family life. Protestants might applaud the Pope's efforts at world peace but bemoan his opposition to the ordination of women.
What contribution specialists in Christian ethics might make to the Church in the future will be largely determined by the ways in which the Christian churches grow closer together or find themselves facing one another as partial strangers professing the same Lord. I suspect that the inability of Protestant theological centers to find a common ethical methodology (or even a conducive forum for such a pursuit) is indicative of the fragmented and pluralistic condition of the discipline which will continue to prevail. Catholic moral theologians who look favorably upon this state of affairs will have to accustom themselves to a more indirect influence on the beliefs and practices of Catholic people.
